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I had been told tales of horrors beneath the ocean surface since I was a young girl. 

Stories of writhing creatures, of monsters full of teeth. My father, a sailor of 40 years, would tell 
me stories as we rocked in the little dinghy attached to our larger fishing boat, waiting for fish to 
bite. Krakens whose powerful tentacles sank ships, sea serpents long enough to wrap around the 
Earth, sirens and mermaids that lured men overboard to their deaths—the stories swirled and 
swam loops in my young mind. I would probe my father for more—what did these monsters look 
like? How did they lure men into the deeps? Were they as big as me? As big as the boat we lived 
upon? Would they come to bite on our lines and eat us whole? My father would laugh, give my 


pigtails a tug, and assure me that monsters of the sea would want little to do with a girl like me. 


When he died, I inherited the boat that he had raised me on. A strong vessel despite its 
age, bottom covered in barnacles and algae. “The Pretty Maria” was its name, after my mother, 
after my grandmother, after my great grandmother and the women who even came before. It was 
my name too—the wisps of red lipstick and songs sung by beautiful voices painted into the 
sea-seasoned wood. The understanding of tradition, of my role in taking care of the beautiful 


ship Father had taken care of in my mother 8 stead. 


The Pretty Maria and me, alone with nary a crew member or a cent to our shared names. 


And so I did as any sailor's daughter would. 
I set out to sea with my ship to see what was under the waves. 
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I’ve been on this sea for 10 years. I’ve sailed all matters of channels and straits, 


familiarized myself with every fish market on every coastline, heard every tall tale and every 
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monster story that there was to be heard. The truth was the same—besides sharks and whales and 


the errant large squid or two, there were no monsters in the ocean. 


I don’t blame my father, a lonely, single man raising a daughter on a fishing boat and the 
money he could scrape together. He had filled my head with ocean tales and a love for the sea, 
and had taught me to throw nets and to barter in the markets. His words fill my belly and my 
pockets to this day, the evidence jingling in a bag secure on my belt as I left the market towards 


the shipyard. 


Stepping out onto the docks, I breathed in deep the familiar smell of salt and fish. 
Children’s laughter danced with the wind and the waves, little boys and girls like minnows, 
running up and down the pier and marveling at the many ships and nets full of fish. You’d think 
with every step you’d trample one of them, with how they liked to run between and under your 
feet, and yet with years of practice I walked through them towards my own lone ship in the back. 
And with said years of practice dancing around little whelps, came the practiced motion of my 


hand as it caught the wandering fingers that were making their way up to my coin purse. 


“Looking for something, kid?” My words bite, nails digging into the flesh of a tanned 
hand before my eyes move to peer down at the culprit. It’s a little girl, hair messy and clothes 


dirty as she looks up at me in fear at being caught. 


“T...1...” the girl stuttered, the other kids looking ready to bolt. A typical trick, I 
figured—get them distracted by dodging the others, and knick the coin purse before they made it 


to their boat. A small chuckle escaped me, and I let the kids hand go. 
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“Tell you what,” I chuckle, flicking a coin to the girl, “come back with a bottle of rum 
from Tony’s on the 3“ and Ill give you the rest from my purse. Tell ‘em the Pretty Maria sent 


9 


you. 


The girl looked at the coin with surprise, and then nodded, a wide smile breaking over her 
face as she gave a “Yes ma’am!” and took off down the dock. I huffed a sigh as I sat down on a 


shipping crate, lounging back with my eyes closed to wait and count the minutes. 


To my amusement, the sound of little feet drawing closer baited me to open one eye and 
stare down at the rest of the little children staring up at me. Their young eyes held wonder and 
curiosity. I chuckled as I figured that this is what I had looked like, all those years ago, staring up 


at the adults and the ships with a head full of sailor’s tales. 


“And what do you lil’ tykes want?” I pressed, cocking an eyebrow as what looked like 


the eldest stepped forward with his chin in the air. 


“Are you a pirate, miss?” he asked, a small lisp in his voice due to a gap between his two 


front teeth. 


Laughter erupted from my chest as I leaned forward to sit up to face the kids crowding 
around me, “A pirate? No. I’m a sailor, kiddo. I live on the high seas, transporting goods and 


selling whatever I happen to catch at the markets.” 


“Like fish?” one kid asks, and I nod, and another girl raises her hand in excitement: 


“What about mermaids?” 


Another chuckle, and from the side I see the little girl from before coming back with my 


bottle of rum—‘‘No mermaids, just fish and whatever else happens to swim in my way. 
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Sometimes I see a big squid, but never been able to catch one of ‘em in good enough shape to 


sell.” 


The little girl padded up to me through the growing crowd of children, passing me the 
bottle of rum. I dug my teeth into the cork at the top, popping it out with a jerk of my head and 
spitting it out onto the wood of the dock. The children gawked at the cork as it bounced across 
the dock and into the water, and I took the moment of silence to savor a deep gulp of the rum 
from the bottle, the taste rich as blood. Red droplets escaped from the corner of my mouth, 
dripping down my face and reminding me of my skipped dinner last night, having slipped away 


after coming too close to port. 


“Yup, that’s the good stuff kiddo—here you go,” I hummed, standing up and tossing her 
my coin purse. Unsurprisingly however, I found my path blocked by more little feet and 


wonder-filled eyes. 


I took another drink, giving an incredulous look down to the little crowd: “And what is it 


you all want now? You already bled my pockets dry, lil’ brats.” 


“Tell us a story!” They demanded, crowding me back as I let out another loud laugh and 
crashed back down onto the crates of the dock, the children rushing to sit around my feet with 
happy little cheers and clapping hands. The other sailors of the docks gave fond eye rolls, 


familiar, I'm sure, with the trappings of excited children. 


I gave an amused huff, putting off the thought of catching tonight's dinner for another 


time as I looked down on the sea of faces staring up at me. 
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“A story? Alright, alright settle down little fish, I'll tell you a story. What do you want to 


hear?” 


Hands in the air, “A monster story!” 


Callouts about the Kraken, the Sea Serpents, the giant sharks and gods of the sea—I took 
another drink of rum and held a finger up to silence the ever-growing cheers and insistences of 


the children—“Hate to burst your bubbles, but there ain’t no monsters in the sea.” 


Groans met me, “Not a one? Not even a sea monster?” 
oy) 


I sigh, setting the bottle down and leaning forward to look each child in the eye; Not 
even a sea monster—just my ship and I. But I’ll tell you a story alright—a story about me and my 


Pretty Maria.” 


“Ts that the name of your boat?” A little girl asked, and I nodded, indicating my head 
back towards the fishing vessel awaiting me at the end of the dock. A wooden fishing ship--one 
most would say is much too large for a single person to handle. But Pretty Maria and I worked 


differently. 


“Yes, and she’s waiting for me now to get me and her some dinner, so hold the questions 


and the comments and let me get on with it, alright?” 


“Alright, miss sailor.” 


A final chuckle, and a sharp-toothed grin, and I sat back and started my story. 


“Well, once upon a time...” 
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I had been out at the seas by myself for a little under a year, and yet this storm had caught 
me blindsided—the worst I had ever seen. The Pretty Maria bucked and heaved under the waves 
that pounded against her hull, the ropes burning and scratching my palms as I pulled and tied 
knots and heaved against the wind. The ocean tore at our skin with its freezing teeth of salt, and 
yet I continued to pull; trying to steer the ship counterclockwise to the winds, trying to pull 


Pretty Maria and myself to the land where I’d find shelter and she’d find rest. 


A distant speck was my only hope. It was a pitiful island with a few trees and barely 
enough land for a morning walk. There was a small cave, just tall enough to fit us both, and with 
the blood on my palms and the groan of my muscles, I managed to pull the Pretty Maria in with 
only a small wince when her main mast scraped against the rock ceiling. The grating of her wood 
screeched like the screaming of vocal chords, the wood creaking with irritation and anger. With a 


hiss and a whispered apology, I sunk to sit down on the deck to clutch my bleeding hands. 


The cave was dark and damp, the screaming wind just outside the entrance held off by 
dripping stone. The teeth of the cave dripped water down onto me, salivating like a beast as the 
cold bit into my skin. I scrabbled and pulled myself up, supporting myself on the taffrail to get 
my freezing body to not slip on the deck. The blood from my hands dripped off the side and into 
the water below, a taboo I paid no mind to as I pulled myself inside my main quarters to bandage 


my palms. 


The night passed fitfully, the wind outside showing no signs of dying down and yet, 
inside the cave, the Pretty Maria and I were safe enough. When I awoke in the morning, I let 


down my gangplank and carefully tread down to the stone floor. It was uneven, tide pools of 
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water making small, thin paths of stone the only stable walking paths, the pools sinking deep 
down into the dark ocean below and showing no sign of a bottom. Against the rock grew 
barnacles, mussels and anemones, lively and seemingly hidden away from predators in this little 


haven. 


I explored further, picking myself carefully across the rocks. My hands had stopped 
bleeding over the night and yet still burned whenever I used them for balance. They burned bad 
enough that finally, after exploring the entirety of the cave and finding nothing stranger than fish 
bones that had probably been washed up during high tide—they were bleached white, picked 
clean like whatever ate them had been starving, and discarded neatly in the corner, too neat to 
have been tossed up by the waves. I passed them by with a wayward glance, taking note of their 


smaller size and smirking to myself. 


Satisfied with my explorations, I returned back to one of the deeper tidal pools and settled 
myself down on the stone to plunge my hands into the water. The salt stung, but the cold water 
soothed and numbed the skin as my body adjusted to the familiar coldness. I tossed my bandages 
to the side, the two pieces of bloodied fabric ending up sinking down into the water as my 
numbed hands trailed along the life in the pools. Hunger made my stomach churn, my sharp eyes 
searching for movement down below the surface that could indicate larger life, debating the 
worth of grabbing my fishing pole and trying to tide The Maria and I over while the storm raged 


on outside. 


Luck, however, must have been on my side. From behind me, I heard the sound of a 


throat clearing, and then a crystal clear voice: “Excuse me? I think you dropped these.” 
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I glanced over my shoulder, coming eye to eye with a beautiful woman. She had deep 
black skin and hair, and piercing eyes that seemed to glow in the dim light of the cave. She was 
holding my bandages, soaked through with salt water. With a quick glance, my eyes traced along 
shimmering skirts of dark cloth that covered her lower half, and simple wrappings covering her 


chest. 


“That I did. You come from the island?” I responded, regarding her with a small smile. 
My hands stayed in the tidal pool, eyes trailing along her as she stared back at me with curiosity 


and contempt. 


“T do. And you?” 


“A sailor, taking shelter from the storm. The Pretty Maria don’t like fightin’ against this 


wind.” 


“A sailor? Don’t get many of you in these parts anymore. Shouldn’t you know better than 
to bleed into the ocean? Never know what things may come by to get a taste from the source.” 
She teased, a closed-mouth smile pretty on her face and sharp golden eyes sliding down to take 


in the sight of closed scratches on my palms. 


I scoffed playfully back, flexing my hands with a playful smirk, “Oh, believe in 


mermaids now do you?” 


Her eyes raised to trace my face, a curious look in her eyes—"T’d be a fool not to. Have 


you not seen beasts in the waters during your travels, sailor?” 
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I stood to my feet, shaking my head with a chuckle; “No beast more trouble than a squid, 
no monster fiercer than a foul-tempered shark. There ain’t no monsters in the sea, just me and my 


Pretty Maria.” 


A laugh met me, as well as a pretty, sharp-toothed smile: “Quite the combination, it 


seems. Iam Acuti, you?” 


“Maria.” 


“Tt seems the boat’s name matches the owner,” Acuti chuckled, hips weaving as she 
stepped forward. I stepped back in kind, eyes watching her approach as I leaned back against the 


side of my ship. A careful incline—an invitation. 


“T’d respond to the wit, but with a name like Acuti the bait seems a tad too obvious. Can’t 


catch myself a pretty fish with a fishing line like that.” 


“Though isn’t it a pretty lure?” 


“Certainly,” I grinned, amusement growing as eyes fell to my teeth before returning to 


look back up at me, “but perhaps the fish will bite another day.” 


She regards me silently, before stepping backwards: “Would you like to seek shelter with 
me from the storm, sailor?” She tilts her head, matching my own tilt, her waist and hips dipping 


to show off the pretty plane of ebony skin. 


“Pretty Maria don't like it when I stray too far. She’s a jealous lover, I’m afraid.” 


A look of surprise met me, covered quickly with a small, teasing look of 


determination—“Then I guess I will have to return tomorrow, and cast my bait again.” 
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I smiled in return, “Perhaps, little fishy. I’m sure one of us shall catch a bite before the 


end of this storm.” 


Acuti nodded and left, hips swaying as she tread heedlessly out into the storm and around 
the lip of the cave. After a moment, my hand rubbed soothingly against the hull of the Pretty 


Maria as I climbed back aboard. 


The next day I waited within the cave, the wind that shrieked outside yet to show signs of 
calming. It bothered me not as I let my bare feet submerge in the freezing water—so dark and 
black that my vision from the surface was obscured by my mid-calf. My ears caught the sound of 
something leaving the water at the surface of the cave, and treading footsteps crossing silently 


across the rock before coming to a stop behind me. 


“Doesn’t believe in mermaids, and yet dangles her feet in the darkened water for any fish 
or beast to bite? Are you not afraid of being dragged under?” Acuti giggled, stepping forward to 
run a cold hand with sharp nails through the hair that poured down my back, careful to not upset 


my hat, trailing lines against the skin of my neck. 


A small smile broke across my face, my head tilting into the touch, “Maybe drawing in a 


bite is the point, little fishy.” 


She hummed, stepping closer to press against my back—her bare skin and the thin, 
shimmering fabric whispering and cool against me, “Are you not afraid of what could be 
beneath? With the storm, the water is dark enough not even the best of eyesight could see far 


within it.” 
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I shook my head, leaning back to press against her stomach and looked up at glowing, 
teasing eyes: “Not the slightest. I know of things too big to fit in this cave, and anything smaller 


can’t get no fear from me.” 


She hums, feet padding around until she begins to gingerly step into the inky black, 


“Then perhaps you won’t mind if I continue our conversation from the water?” 


“Not at all, go ahead,” I hummed, watching as she sank down beneath the surface, the 
shimmering of her skirts and her lower body hidden beneath the blackness of the water perfectly 
as she swam with ease. Her long, braided hair flowed in the water around her, her arms coming 
to rest between my spread thighs as she looked up at me. I leaned myself backwards to 


comfortably look down, eyes tracing bare skin to where it disappeared under inky water. 


“Comfortable down there?” I teased, a grin baring my teeth as she looked up at me, 


“Funny, how the water seems to make you glow.” 


She smiled up at me in return, “Funny, isn’t it? A trick of the light.” 


“Of course.” 


“And what brings you out into the waters, sailor?” 


“Family tradition, fishy—she was my grandmother’s ship, my mother’s ship, and now 


mine, though my Daddy took care of her for a bit when I was too young to do the work.” 


The Pretty Maria dipped when she heard her name, rocking along with the waves. I 
reached my toes out to brush against her hull. The boat froze at my touch, coming to a standstill 
as the water lapped at my skin. I heard Acuti’s breath catch, golden eyes transfixed on the ship as 


I stroked my toes against the grain of the wood. 
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After a moment, The Maria resumed its gentle bowing up and down with the waves, 
Acuti’s eyes watching the movement with a slight furrow in her brows, “A temperamental vessel 


it seems, yet you guide it well. Passed through the family, you said?” 


“Indeed,” I hummed, “and there ain’t nothing else like her, for all we’ve looked.” 


“Never found a newer vessel that called to you? Never thought about retiring her?” Acuti 


asked, and I smiled softly and shook my head. 


“Never ‘a once. Long as you take care of her, the Pretty Maria can keep sailing on.” 


We sat in silence for a moment, the only sound the hungry lapping of the waves and the 


howling winds outside before Acuti tilted her head and fluttered her lashes at me. 


“Would you like to join me for a swim, sailor? I promise the water isn’t too deep.” 


My eyes trailed along her visible skin, taking in the soft lines and curves before trailing to 
look out the mouth of the cave at the storm that showed no signs of slowing down today. With a 
sigh, I realized I would have to wait just a tad longer, and soothingly trailed my foot against the 


hull of my ship once more before pulling my legs from the water. 


“T’m afraid not, fishy. The water is too rough and cold for me today. Maybe tomorrow, 


when the storm has finally settled a bit?” 


A flash of irritation was hidden once more behind a beautiful smile, “You continue to 


tease the line? What if your fishy decides to swim away?” 
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I stood to my feet, looking down at her in amusement as she started to surge up from the 
water, a poorly-hidden thrill of hunger in glowing, golden eyes; “I have no worries—a hungry 


fish will always stick around to bite. Tomorrow, then?” 


“Tomotrow, surely,” she responded, her skirts glittering and flowing around her waist 
smoothly as she stepped past me. Her hand traced against my arm, nails digging slightly and 
flesh cold as she walked to the mouth of the cave, stepping around the corner into the wind of the 


storm with ease. 


I smiled, rubbing the hull of the Pretty Maria with a grin on my face: “Tomorrow, pretty 


girl. Be patient for me now.” 


The Pretty Maria bucked once more in the waves, and with a bark of laughter I climbed 


back aboard. 


On the third day, the storm had calmed enough to set sail. In the morning I sung a shanty 
my father taught me, crucial to calming Maria on days she wanted to pull the ropes from my 
hands, as I took my time untying the ropes. My hands trailed and patted along the sails and the 
wood as I sat my hat to the side—my ears picking up the telltale splash of a body leaving water, 


and footsteps stepping across the stone. From the side of the deck, I called out: 


“Ah! Has my pretty fishy come back again?” I teased, amusement tinging my voice and 
drawing a smirk across my face as I looked down upon the woman. She had the same pretty 
smile on her face, and yet the tenseness of her body was obvious to my trained eyes. My eyes 


picked apart a clenched jaw, anxious tapping of the feet and fidgeting, ears tuned in to the 
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rumbling of a stomach that hasn’t eaten in many days. I trailed my hand against the guardrail of 


the Pretty Maria—a silent request for patience as I stepped out onto the gangplank. 


“So she has,” Acuti smiled, the teeth grit together and eyes focused as I stepped ever 


closer, “and will the sailor join me for a swim? I have been looking forward to it.” 


I chuckled, and took my shoes off to rest on the end of the gangplank, “I think I will, the 


storm has finally calmed down. A little swim, and then Maria and I are off.” 


Hunger lit Acuti’s eyes ablaze as she reached a hand out to take mine, guiding me to the 


water and stepping in gingerly, “Hold tight, sailor, don’t let the waters drag you away from me.” 


I did as instructed, smiling knowingly at her as I sank into the water beside her, 
submerging with ease. I watched as her skirts melted into her skin, legs fusing together into a tail 
and gills flared from her neck. Golden eyes pierced through the water to meet mine as I calmly 


floated myself backwards towards the entrance of the cave, beneath the hull of my ship. 


The mermaid swam closer to me, clawed hands gripping tightly as her voice sang through 


the water, golden eyes hungrily focused on me: “Still don’t believe in mermaids, sailor?” 


Her teeth were sharp, her transformation revealing needle-like points as she bore down on 
me; but the smile that broke across my face startled her into pause as I drew breath, relaxing into 


the water as I finally felt the familiar touch of the Pretty Maria against my back. 


“ *fraid not Acuti—never seen one last longer than a few minutes in the water,” I 
chuckled, my nails digging beneath the scales on her arms as the tendril against my back sunk 


into my skin, ready to pull, “but, I believe I finally had my little fishy bite.” 
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The mermaid’s eyes grew wide as my grip tightened and we were suddenly pulled. Past 
the ship, out of the cave, down, down, down into the deep black of the water where the sun 
couldn’t penetrate. The blue of the ocean quickly changed to black, much too far down for any 
mermaid to ever be able to see. My eyes adjusted naturally, giving me the perfect view to watch 
as the mermaid screamed and tried to break free from my grip. As we sank, my skin lengthened 
and absorbed, pulling her further into me with a vice grip as we finally started to reach our 


destination, near the bottom of the deep, dark ocean. 


At the bottom, pulling us ever closer through the dark, was my Pretty Maria. Her white 
eyes were as large as the cave entrance, her large, scaled body completely still against the sea 
floor besides the long stalk connecting her to the ship above the water and her open maw filled 
with rows and rows of teeth, and her tongue that was pulling us in. My birthplace, my home—my 


beautiful, beautiful, Pretty Maria. 


“Oh, pretty mermaid—you asked me if I believed sea monsters were real,” I whispered in 
her ear as we sank further down, further into the massive mouth awaiting us, “you asked me if I 
feared the things that would pull me under, of fierce monsters that would bite and maim and 


kill.” 


The mermaid shrieked and struggled, terror redoubling fruitless efforts as teeth started to 
close. The fear in her golden eyes was gorgeous in the inky black of the sea around us, and with 
a smile I leaned forward to cup her face with my hand, my voice booming around us as it echoed 


from the mouth of Maria. 


“Do you believe in monsters bigger than me, mermaid?” 
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Teeth snapped down around us, ripping through flesh and scales as I released my grip and 
let Maria feast. Bones crunched, the wailing of the mermaid dying after a moment, the surge and 
swell of the tongue pushing me up and out through the small hole at the top of Maria’s skull. 
After resituating myself, I was able to clear the fog of fading-hunger to instead focus on my 
Maria. It was a massive fish, shaped similar to a colossal eel, stretched across the sea floor for as 
far as the eye could see, its glazed white eyes staring up at me shimmering with satisfaction from 


a fresh meal. 


“Good girl, Maria—I told you I’d feed you soon.” I crooned, my hair floating around me 
as my hands pet along her face, a small nudge from her encouraging me to start swimming back 
up to the surface. I swam with no worries, the water finally calm enough to pose no risk. After a 
small bit, I resurfaced at the mouth of the cave, climbing back out and picking my hat and shoes 
up from the gangplank and slipping them back on. I finished untying the ropes, gently petting the 


skin that made up the sails before guiding us back out into the open sea. 
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The children stared up at me with wide eyes, some of them trailing over to look at the 


ship that floated calmly at the end of the dock, before finally a little boy scoffed. 


“There’s no way that’s true! There’s no way a monster can get that big!” 


The sentiment seemed to calm the children a tad, and I smiled down at them as I finished 


the last dregs of my bottle: “Perhaps, but you asked for a sailor’s story, did you not?” 
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The children protested, but the girl who had gotten my rum finally spoke up: “Well, if it 
is real, then why did you say you’ve never seen a sea monster? The pretty lady was a mermaid, 


wasn’t she?” 


I chuckled, standing and setting the empty bottle down as I ruffled the girl's hair: “Does a 
shark see any other threat in the ocean that’s greater than itself? Or does it only see food, little 


fishy?” 


And with that, I parted through the children to climb back aboard the Pretty Maria, 
leaving them to wonder. Leaving them to watch and imagine. My hands traced along the rail, 


head tilting and humming as I felt the Pretty Maria buck and rock beneath my feet. 


With a flick of one of the ropes in my hands, Maria’s sails unfurled and caught the wind, 


setting us off. Off to explore the vast, vast ocean that we loved so much. 


Off to find a monster that was bigger than me. 


